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* It is a fatal gift, Contarini; for when possessed in its
highest quality and strength what has it ever done for its
votaries ? What were all those great poets of whom we
now talk so much, what were they in their lifetime ? The
most miserable of their species. Depressed, doubtful, ob-
scure, or involved in petty quarrels and petty persecutions ;
often unappreciated, utterly uninfluential, beggars, flatterers
of men unworthy even of their recognition; what a train of
disgustful incidents, what a record of degrading circum-
stances, is the life of a great poet! A man of great energies
aspires that they should be felt in his lifetime, that his
existence should be rendered more intensely vital by the
constant consciousness of his multiplied and. multiplying
power. Is posthumous fame a substitute for all this ?
Viewed in every light, and under every feeling, it is alike
a mockery. Nay, even try the greatest by this test, a.nd
what is the result ? Would you rather have been Homer
or Julius Csesar, Shakspeare or Napoleon ? No one doubts.
Moralists may cloud truth with every possible adumbration
of cant, but the nature of our being gives the lie to all their
assertions. We are active beings, and our sympathy, above
all other sympathies, is with great action.

4 Remember, Contarini, that all this time I am taking for
granted that you may be a Homer. Let us now recollect
that it is perhaps the most improbable incident that can
occur. The high poetic talent (as if to prove that a poet is
only, at the best, a wild although beautiful error of nature),
the high poetic talent is the rarest in creation. What you
have felt is what I have felt myself, is what all men have
felt: it is the consequence of our native and inviolate
susceptibility. As you advance in life and become more
callous, more acquainted with man and with yourself, you
will find it even daily decrease. Mix in society and I will
answer that you lose your poetic feeling; for in you, as in
the great majority, it is not a creative faculty originating